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Author’s Note

Homestead is the last bastion of human civilisation.

Life in Homestead is dull, monotonous, and dominated by The Hive – the massive cryogenic facility in which half the population spends half the year, to preserve scant resources.

At sixteen years of age, every young man and woman is paired and told simply -

“You will grow to love each other; you will care for each other; you will produce children together.”

Those on the outside serve The Hive, patiently waiting for the one day, every six months, when they are reunited with their partners, albeit briefly, before entering cryo themselves for the next six months. This cycle is all anyone has ever known.

Dull, monotonous, and harsh.

Except, not everyone follows the rules.

David and Peter have a secret – they’re in love. Toby has a secret – he mates with anyone pining for their loved one. Management has a secret – a diabolical, immoral, and potential lethal secret. Should anyone find out what it is, all hell will break loose ...

Ronan, a maintenance operative and one of the very few that gets to go to the very top of The Hive, sees something beyond the city wall, and it poses a question, challenging the status quo ... Are we the lone survivors of the holocaust after all?

A chance discovery by Peter, allied with Ronan’s suspicion, sets wheels in motion.

Born into servitude, believing there is nothing beyond the wall, accepting nothing will ever change, insurgence is the furthest thing from anyone’s mind until, one day, a line is crossed, and the terrible truth is exposed, with catastrophic and far-reaching consequences for everyone.

It is nothing compared to what they find outside the wall.

The Hive is written by Alp Mortal and Chambers Mars, writing as Carter Seagrove (further titles produced by this collaboration include Dust Jacket and The Inspector Fenchurch Mysteries).

Also, look out for the accompanying story – Toby’s Day.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One - Open Day
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Attuned, as ever, to the slightest change in the hum of the ventilators because that could spell disaster if the supply were ever interrupted, even before the door opened, he’d heard the tell-tale whoosh of the outer curtain fall back, and he pushed the book into its makeshift plasto sheath and slipped it back into the water cistern, replacing the lid quickly. Turning, just as the door slid open, he had a ready smile waiting for Gwen.

“David!”

“Hello, Gwen-”

“There’s just time to get back and change; we have to get the food ready. What’s keeping you?”

“I had some trays to clean; I’ll be ready in two minutes.”

“Hurry up then; we don’t want to be stuck at the back!”

Swallowing down a balloon of dread mixed with excitement, which was like an egg in his throat, he swiftly grabbed the two trays from the bench and plunged them into the sink, automatically reaching for the scourer and soap.

“Manager wouldn’t mind if you left those, you know; not today of all days!”

“Relax, Gwen; there’s plenty of time ...”

She busied herself by grabbing a stack of plastoboard tubes, expertly folding the ends to make a dozen little containers, which she placed in the rack with the others. It was one of those jobs that you just did without thinking, like returning the trays to the drying frame or checking in on the latest batch of the spiro - as it was most often called - to see that it was drying evenly and not crisping at the edges.

“... I don’t want to leave anything left undone before bye-byes.”

“Peter will appreciate it ... Marion doesn’t usually care two hoots about anything.”

He could never understand why he didn’t feel even the slightest bit irked that Gwen held such a low opinion of his partner. Mention of her partner’s name brought the same rosy blush to his cheeks as it always did.

“Marion cares but in other ways ...”

He couldn’t think of any offhand, but it felt right to come to her defence.

“Hurry up!”

“I’m done, woman! Go and turn the lights out while I dry my hands ...”

Gwen scuttled off to the control bank and flipped the switches, leaving the room bathed in just the pale, phosphorous green of the security downlighters. The whirr of the oxygen harvesters lessened a few decibels.

They left the farm and entered the short tunnel that led to the inner compound. Gwen inched ahead, keen to get outside and enjoy the last few hours of fresh air and light.

David felt his feet grow heavier and heavier with each step.

Passing out through the heavy plasto curtain into the courtyard, they met Manager, who was locking up the office.

“Come on, you two!”

Gwen doubled her pace to catch him up, urging David to, “Hurry up!”

As they passed over the dike that surrounded the farm, the sounds of the inhabitants of Homestead reached their ears - excited shouts, the laughter of dozens of children, and the unmistakable screech of the brood mothers, sitting on their precious clutches of eggs.

The sense of anticipation and excitement was palpable.

Following the roadway, which was flanked on both sides by the huge ductwork that ferried the oxygen from the farm to the Hive, they overtook the last few members of the cleaner gang on duty as they swept the dust from the top of the duct housing, capturing the debris in the mobile vacuum unit.

“Why do the cleaners never join us at the feast, Manager?”

“You know why, Gwen ...”

“Yes; I know they have fewer rights than us ... but why?”

Like so much in Homestead, it was a given; cleaners had no rights, they did not join the feast, and they never went into cryo.

“Continuity, Gwen ... there has to be continuity.”

David listened, wishing he was a cleaner, scanning the backs of the men who were sweeping up, tormented by the idea of wearing just shorts, feeling the sweat running down his back, and the scorching midday sun burning his forearms and turning his hair pale gold. These ideas were nothing to the visions he had of sharing a bunk room, showering together, and fucking mindlessly - if the rumours could be believed.

“Do you have a name yet, David?” Manager asked.

Dragging his attention back to his companions, he replied, “Sorry?”

“A name for the baby; do you have a name for the baby?”

“Oh; Marion wanted Charlotte if it was a girl.”

“And if it’s a boy?”

“Camden ...”

“I know we should not hope but let’s wish it is a girl.”

Manager, catching David’s eye and the tell-tale strain etched into the wrinkles around the eyes and in the set of the jaw, chided her, “We should not wish, Gwen ... In any event, you will have your own in due course. A healthy child, whether boy or girl, is a gift to Homestead.”

Manager threw a smile in David’s direction, hoping to levitate the man’s mood.

David, in a voice that was barely audible above the hum of the vacuum pump, replied, “A child is a precious gift; we are blessed.”

The words felt like grit in his mouth, and his voice sounded dead in his own ears. And just like the gloop he ate every day, the taste of this gift made him feel sick, and only a hastily taken glug of cha from his flask prevented him from throwing up.

Between the dike and the remnants of the old city walls, they passed through the garlic beds, which ignited their appetites, and the thought of the feast carried them through the gate and into the labyrinth of streets that formed Dome Town and their dwellings.

As they turned into the street that was home to the farmers, a huge sigh went up, signalling that the Hive had been opened. It also signalled that an hour alone remained before the time when couples would be reunited for the first time in six months.

oOo

The temporary sanctuary of his dwelling allowed him to take a deep breath.

He barely had time to shower and change his clothes. Fortunately, he’d remembered to strip the bed that morning and exchange the dirty laundry for clean linen at Stores before his shift had commenced.

He took a shower, dried himself, donned his clean clothes, made the bed, and bundled up his dirty uniform and the skanky towel for dropping off on his way to the Hive. Marion would have nothing to do for the first day after emerging from cryo except to feed herself. The larder was stacked with crackers and G.L.O.P - everyone said gloop, and no one could remember what the letters stood for anymore. Stores would issue her with supplements and, in time, formula for the baby. Her milk would be given over to Stores for processing just as all mothers’ milk was. No baby was breastfed.

He thought it was a cruel practice - like so many others. Even Manager’s explanation that breastfeeding created a bond too strong to survive the separation of cryo did not appease him.

“Babies should be fed by their mothers, and mothers should not have to be separated from their babies ...”

He had to wonder at the strength of his feelings given that he felt no real love for Marion.

They had been assigned to each other when they had reached the age of fourteen.

No choice.

No prospect of it ever changing unless one of them died.

“You will grow to love each other; you will care for each other; you will produce children together.”

The only instructions that were given at the time.

Their union only officially signified by their matching yellow wrist bands, bearing the same number - 1002. Except, his was prefixed M and hers was prefixed W.

The band irritated his wrist. He found himself absently scratching at the same spot.

“David!”

Gwen’s call made him start. He took one look around the dwelling and said goodbye.

“Coming!”

He found her outside, fidgeting.

“Why are you dawdling? Don’t you want to see Marion? I can’t wait to see Peter ...”

She pulled at his sleeve, and he rolled his eyes.

“... We only get four hours! C’mon!!”

“You have a permit; Marion will be whisked off to the clinic.”

“Even more reason to make the most of the time you have. I really hope I get pregnant this time.”

“You will ...”

Marion had been so happy last time. As he’d found her face in the crowd as he’d stepped through into the reception after being processed, she’d waved the slip. It meant she was pregnant; their coupling on the last changeover had been successful.

Once Marion had entered cryo, her pod was designated as ‘inseminated’. He’d seen the sign every day when he had gone to clean the pod and monitor her vitals. And every day, he had wished they had failed to conceive.

Her six months in the pod had been monitored very closely to ensure that her pregnancy was progressing successfully albeit much more slowly. When he emerged from his imminent six months in cryo, he would be welcomed by a baby daughter or son.

Once they’d dropped off their laundry, they moved through Dome Town’s outer precinct and into the enclosure. The vast synthoplex-clad Hive always took everyone’s breath away.

As he and Gwen entered the mess hall, he chided himself for being so miserable. He could have been born a sewer dredger. He was a farmer, which earned him status and respect. He had study time allocated to him. And for the next six months, instead of listening to Gwen’s constant chatter about babies, he could dream about the only thing that ever put a smile on his face ...

oOo

‘Will all yellow and green bands please report to the lecture hall.’

The announcement had been the most highly anticipated event of the last week. It also coincided the group’s birthday - sixteen and no longer classed as children. The call signalled the first time that each pair would be separated, one half spending the next six months in cryo while the other half took up their new roles alongside the adults.

Despite having been paired at the age of fourteen, girls and boys spent most of their time in their respective gender-assigned study clubs. After today, each pair would be assigned a dwelling, and the responsibility to care for their partner while they were frozen, which generally meant, cleaning the outside of the pod, and monitoring the flow of oxygen and nutrients, tabulating the results, and reporting weekly to Control.

“Peter! Hurry up!!”

“Wait, David. Why are you so keen to get there? We know what’s happening.”

“We don’t want to miss out on the ice cream.”

“I hate ice cream.”

“I’ll have yours then.”

“Where are Gwen and Marion?”

“Where do you think?”

“What is it with girls and dressing their hair?”

“Ask them!”

David waited impatiently as Peter put his books away and slipped his jacket on.

They left the barrack-style study room and headed to the lecture hall, joining the rest of their group, most of whom had been out on defence maintenance, leaving David and Peter to study because both were farmers, and farmers were special, even farmers-in-training.

The jostling and banter were to be expected given the imminent pairing up of young men and women. There was but one thing on everyone’s mind as they filed into the lecture hall. The girls used a separate entrance but as soon as they had piled in, everyone found their assigned partner and went to queue for ice cream.

“Do you like my hair?”

Gwen’s question, directed at Peter, made Marion’s eyes roll. Nevermore grateful for the fact that Marion didn’t seem to care as much about what he thought, David grinned as Peter stammered through his reply, turning redder and redder. Only once they found themselves at the head of the queue did Gwen shut up about it.

When everyone was seated, Manager entered the room.

“Pay attention, everyone. Tomorrow, assigned partners will enter the Hive – outside partners will start their care duties before leaving for designated areas. Anyone – ANYONE – who fails to perform their care duties will default. Anyone who misses a designated shift will default – THERE ARE NO EXCUSES!”

Silence as thick as the gloop they ate hung like a blanket, waiting for something - or someone – to do something or say something.

“No questions? Good! Enjoy this time. When you leave here, check the register, and go to your assigned quarters. At nine o’clock tomorrow morning, report at the Hive – anyone who fails to show up will default ... Thank you.”

Manager left the room, leaving the hundred couples to contemplate the next fifteen hours. Some commotion at the back of the room grabbed everyone’s attention.

“I can’t do it!”

Peter was first to his feet, knowing the voice without having to turn.

“Peter! Don’t get involved.”

“Gwen! It’s Ronan, for goodness sake. I can’t just stand by and watch him get dragged off!”

Before she could reply – or oblivious to it – he threaded his way through the tables and chairs and just made it to Ronan’s side before Medic entered the room with a nurse.

“Ronan!”

“I can’t do it, Peter! I just can’t-”

But before either of them knew what was happening, the young man had been grabbed and pulled outside, leaving Peter, and Ronan’s partner, Amy, agog, unwilling to admit what they both knew would happen.

“Come over to our table, Amy”

“I ... I should have said something. He was acting so strangely this morning – I should have known.”

“It’ll be okay. C’mon ...”

She allowed him to guide her their table, where Gwen and Marion took charge and bundled her off to the toilet.

“C’mon, Peter; let’s go to the farm ...”

“What about the girls?”

“They’ll be forever. We know what is going to happen to Ronan; there’s no point worrying about it.”

Escaping, using the commotion in the foyer as camouflage, they quickly checked the register to confirm their dwelling assignment, and hot-footed it to the farm complex, staying in the shadow of the ducting to avoid being spotted by Manager, or worse, Marshal.

Inside the spiro room, they found a quiet corner.

“He’ll be drugged, and Amy will have to spend the night alone – idiot!” David spat out.

“It could have happened to anyone, David.”

“Not us – not after what we said. You still believe it, don’t you?”

“Of course – it won’t ever change. I promise I’ll write everything down.”

“I’ll look after Gwen; don’t worry.”

“And I’ll look after Marion ... but never forget, it’s you I really want.”

Before either could think of anything else to say, the outer door banged, and they slipped to the floor to avoid being seen.

“It’s the cleaner, Peter ...”

They held their breath.

David felt the pang first – the pang of separation. He reached out and stroked Peter’s face gently with his fingertips, moving in behind the gesture to place a kiss on Peter’s neck.

A near-inaudible groan escaped Peter’s lips, fanning David’s cheek with a puff of overly sweet, strawberry-flavoured breath. Before he could move his head away, Peter slipped his hand behind David’s neck and pulled him, immediately latching on to his mouth, slipping his tongue between the partly open lips, simultaneously reaching down with his other hand to cup David’s balls, kneading them, making him squirm.

“I wanna fuck you, David ...”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes ... Six months is bad enough without the torture of knowing that every day, you’ll be just a few feet away.”

Without saying a word, he pulled back, turned, and lay flat, bracing himself with one hand, already pushing the back of his trousers down with the other. Over his shoulder, he saw Peter quickly unzip and pull out his cock. His heart skipped a beat. They would have known nothing had they not seen two of the cleaning gang, fucking in the disinfectant store.

On spit alone, Peter lubed up and knelt either side of the toned thighs – the same thighs that had ignited his feelings all those weeks ago when an impromptu storm had forced them to take shelter under the awning beside the sports’ equipment store. They were soaked through to the skin. Their thin, nyleen shorts provided scant protection from the rain, but ample evidence of the burgeoning need that had not yet found a voice. When Coach had rescued them and provided a warm drink, those furtive glances had melted into a scary but wonderful realisation much like the choco flakes that had melted into the milk.

Lowering himself, Peter probed hard, finding access just as easily as his tongue had moments before. Pushing in, he rested his weight on David’s back until he was planted. Then, he levered himself up a little to give himself purchase to thrust deeper and swiftly, already overtaken by the feeling to dominate the flesh beneath him. Dominate yet, at the same time, release something, give something, in the same moment, steal everything yet deny nothing.

It made him a little sad that David hadn’t again wanted to repay him in-kind. Once he withdrew, milked of his seed, spent and breathless, David quickly finished himself off, avoiding eye contact until his own seed was ejected to a symphony of tacit grimaces.

They cleaned up, giving each other the once over.

A brief but passionate kiss on the lips sealed the bargain.

oOo

“I can’t see him!”

“Patience, Gwen; you know the girls come out first ...”

For reasons never fully explained, the younger women came through first, directly into the arms of the young men who had been waiting for them – all had been given slips and ran off to the privilege area. The young men came next, similarly plucked out of the crowd by their girls, to be whisked off without even grabbing any party food first.

The older women were next. An orderly file of women marched out of the processing suite into the reception. The odd cry went up but generally, it was a civilised affair – except for the few who had permits. David found Marion in the column, near the back. She looked pale but still as beautiful as he remembered – golden hair was rare, especially against light skin.

“I see her-”

“Go then – idiot!”

Gwen pushed him forward.

Increasing desperation took hold of him and he quickened his steps. She saw him and raised her hand, smiling wanly. Seconds later, they were reunited for the first time in six months.

“Marion!”

“David!”

He swept her into his arms, pressing his lips to hers, struggling to ignore the deathly pallor to her skin.

“I’ve fucking missed you!”

“Can we get outside?”

He was taken aback, floored by her haste and refusal to greet Gwen before pulling him towards the doors to the courtyard.

“What’s wrong?”

Only when they were as far from the doors as they were allowed to go did she answer.

“I lost the baby ...”

“Oh, Marion ... I’m so sorry. What happened?”

He held her, pressing her close, shushing her tears, which were, in truth, more his than hers, vainly trying to find the right words in response to the broken, choked up sobs.

“They don’t know ... I have to have a test ... I can’t see Gwen like this; can we go home?”

“Of course ...”

He guided her towards the settlement, cooing softly, secretly hating every fragile molecule he held within his arms, already resigned to missing his reunion with Peter, knowing there would be no chance now.

Once inside their dwelling, he drew off some water for her to drink.

“Do you want anything to eat, Mar’?”

“No, nothing ... thank you. You’re missing the party-”

“Don’t be silly; I can’t leave you.”

Before she could reply, there came a rap at the door.

“Who is it?”

“It’s Gwen – what’s going on?”

David turned toward Marion to ask if she wanted to see her friend.

“Gwen; wait please ... You go, David – don’t miss out on everything. We have hours – plenty of time to say goodbye properly.”

“Mar-”

“Go! Don’t be too long, ok?”

“If you’re sure.”

“Go ... Bring me back some food, yeah?”

“Ok ...”

He passed Gwen on the threshold.

“Be gentle-”

“Gwen! Come in!”

David strode away, still with tears on his cheeks, but by the time he reached the inner enclosure, his excitement was beginning to hold sway over his genuine sadness at their loss – her loss.

Peter stepped out of the shadow of the water tower just as he started to cross the quadrangle.

“David!”

“Pe-Peter!”

With no thought of the consequences, he threw himself into his lover’s arms.

“Thank god!”

The arms that snaked around his torso had never felt so good – like medicine.

“Nurse found Gwen and told her what happened ... I’m so sorry.”

“It’s hard to understand; I think I’m sad but then I feel relieved – that’s wrong, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know. I’m just so fucking pleased to see you!”

“We don’t have much time – where to?”

“Requisitioning? No one will be on duty.”

They dived out of sight, running blindly through the alleyways towards Stores.

“You mustn’t miss out on your time with Gwen, Peter.”

“It’s fine – she said to give them an hour ...”

Breathless, they arrived at Stores, and as predicted, no one was on duty. The door was locked.

“Damn!” David cried.

“When did that ever stop us?”

“Where, Peter?”

“Around the back – C’mon!”

Shoehorning themselves in between the edge of the loading bay and the dumpster park, they found a corner – one they had only used in the dim and distant past.

Frantically, they tore at each other, grabbing kisses while ripping their shirts from their backs.

Just as they stepped back to shed their trousers, David placed his hands on Peter’s arms, gripping tightly, holding him fast.

“What?”

“I can’t keep doing this, Peter – it’s too much to bear.”

“But ... What choice is there?”

“Escape-”

“Are you out of your fucking mind?”

“I know what they say; we’d survive – I know we would.”

“David; don’t even think it – c’mon or there won’t be time.”

Reluctantly but with need overtaking any reason or resistance or the compulsion to talk, he turned, bracing himself against the concrete of the bin store retaining wall, thrusting out his buttocks, inviting Peter to invade that space.

With no ceremony, he pressed himself up tight against the hard orbs of his lover’s arse and probed, already lightheaded, having to suck in breaths, ignoring the rapidly cooling sweat running down his back.

When his cock was buried to the hilt, only then did he lower himself so that his chest was lying against David’s back, and only then did he start to thrust his hips, steadying himself by holding on to David’s shoulders, gripping the tight cords of muscle.

“I love you, David ...”

If David replied, he didn’t hear it; the blood was rushing through his ears, drowning out everything except the pounding of his heart.

oOo

“We don’t have to do anything, David – not this time ...”

Once he had returned to their dwelling, leaving Peter to take a different path when they’d left the farm, finding Marion already in bed, he’d suddenly froze.

“But ... We have to.”

“We don’t have to do everything they say – no one will check, silly. Just lie down ...”

He’d shed his clothes and slipped in under the unnaturally clean sheets – new sheets.

“Just hold me and don’t try to think about it. If it happens, all the better. We’ll get an automatic pass when I get back – first-timers always do.”

“I know ... It’s just ... just too cruel to be parted tomorrow.”

“Be grateful you’re not in Ronan’s shoes – I’d hate to be Amy right now – what can she do?”

With a feeling that he began to understand was guilt, he gathered her in his arms and hooked his leg over hers, pressing his soft cock against her thigh.

“Just relax ...”

Her voice was very soothing, he had to admit – he liked her chatter; it quietened the incessant voices that urged him to slide his fingers down over her abdomen and into the tidy little nest of curls that framed the pouty lips that her nyleen coverall always hinted at.

She stroked his arm with her free hand, nuzzling into his chest.

“I know we didn’t have any say in it, but I am very fond of you David – maybe even love you ...”

“I would have chosen you if we had been given a choice.”

“Really? I thought you were more interested in Denise ...”

“I like her, but I don’t think of her like I think of you.”
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